Review of the literature on the look-say versus the phonic approach to beginning reading by Mehl, Kathleen
Cardinal Stritch University
Stritch Shares
Master's Theses, Capstones, and Projects
1-1-1980
Review of the literature on the look-say versus the
phonic approach to beginning reading
Kathleen Mehl
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.stritch.edu/etd
Part of the Education Commons
This Research Paper is brought to you for free and open access by Stritch Shares. It has been accepted for inclusion in Master's Theses, Capstones, and
Projects by an authorized administrator of Stritch Shares. For more information, please contact smbagley@stritch.edu.
Recommended Citation
Mehl, Kathleen, "Review of the literature on the look-say versus the phonic approach to beginning reading" (1980). Master's Theses,
Capstones, and Projects. 824.
https://digitalcommons.stritch.edu/etd/824
A REVIE~ OF THE LITERATURE 
ON THE 
LOOK-SAY VERSUS THE PHONIC APPROACH
 
TO
 
BEGINNI1~G READING
 
By 
KATHLEEN rvlEHL 
A RESEARCH PAPER
 
SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE
 
REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF
 
lf~STER OF ARTS IN EDUCATION (READING SPECIALIST)
 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin
 
1980
 
This research paper has been 
approved for the Graduate Committee 
of Cardinal Stri~ch College by 
ACKr~OWI,~DG1~rvlENT 3 
This res~arch paper is dedic~ted to my mother and father, 
Alfred and Ethel Vehl, for their continued love and support. 
Si~1~er~ ~,l'Y)rf!aciatio!1 is given to JoAnne Gald,~ell for l1er 
patient encouraEem~nt, dIrection and guidance in the 
completion of this paper. 
1 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . iii
 
CHAPTER 
I.	 . . . . . . . . . . " . . . . 2
 
Purpose 
Limitations 
A History of Reading Theory During 
the 19th and 20th Centuries 
Review of Three Research Studies 
II.	 THE PHONIC APPROACH TO BEGINNING READING 13 
Rationale 
Synthetic and Analytic Phonics 
Limitations of the Phonic Approach 
III. THE LOOK-SAY APPROACH TO 
BEGINNING READING . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24 
Rationale
 
Review of Research St1ldies
 
IV,	 AN ECLECTIC APPROACH TO 
BEGINNING READING . . . • . 
- • •
30
• • " iii • 
RaJtionale 
Research on Word Recognition 
The Coptribution of Psycholinguistics 
v. SU~~ARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS • • . . . 42 
REFERENCES • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 45 
2
 
CHAPTER I 
Introduction 
Purpose 
The age of controversy in reading dates far back. 
To this day, we find ourselves with a great many theories 
and research findings. In the November, 1979. issue of 
a popular women's magazine, Rudolph Flesch again attacked 
the schools' method of teaching children to read, the 
method being the look-say approach. He defines loo1~-say 
as a method by which a child is taught to read whole 
words before he has learned the sounds of the letters. 
For Flesch, the problem is lack of phonics and his solu­
tion is phonics. This writer perceives Flesch as giving 
a simplistic answer to a complex problem. 
Much of the debate concerning the method thru which 
beginning reading should be taught occurs because of the 
disagreement on the goals of beginning reading. Those 
proponents of a heavy phonics approach see the first task 
of beginning reading as mastering a code. Those with 
the look-say view see beginning reading as meaningful 
right from the start. With some proponents, the question 
becomes not a clear cut battle between these two aspects 
of word recognition but a question as to how much emphasis 
should be given the two. 
3 
It is the purpose of this paper to review the liter­
ature which discusses and compares these two approaches 
to teaching, phonics and look-say. Because there are 
many individuals who advocate the combination of features 
from both approaches, it was necessary to include a chap­
ter on an eclectic approach to beginning reading which 
uses principles from the phcnics and the look-say approaches. 
Limitations 
During the 1950's and 1960's, three intensive stu­
dies, all pertaining to approaches to beginning reading 
instruction were conducted. They emphasized the question 
of whether in beginning reading a code or meaning approach 
or a combination of the two should be used. Thus the 
material in this paper will be limited to research and 
opinion written after 1967, the publication date of the 
last of these studies, 
As a preview, this writer would like to now include 
a historical perspective on these two approaches to begin­
ning reading and then offer a brief review of the findings 
of the three studies mentioned in the preceeding paragraph. 
A History of Reading Theory During 
The 19th and 20th Centuries 
In history, at times one method and at times another 
has been the dominate one, In colonial times and through­
4
 
out much of the 19th centu~T and through the early years 
of the 20th century, phonics-based materials prevailed. 
The earliest attempt to teach reading "llsed the 
alphabet method. The alphabet method first taught the 
child to recognize the letter names and then proceeded 
toward recognition of the word. The New England Primer 
in 1690 was based on the ABC method. The phonic method 
which taui~t the phonetic sound of the letter was intro­
duced to America in 1782 by Noah Webster (Dechant; , 
1970) • 
As mentioned, phonics-based materials predominated 
during this time, but the look-say ~dvocates were not 
completely silent. Their criticisms against phonics were 
based on the following ideasl 
1) English was not phonetically 
consistent. 
2) Those taught by phonics methods 
were slow-paced, word-by-word 
readers. 
J) Too much emphasis was being placed 
upon the mechanics of reading and 
as a result the learning to read 
process was tedious and dull 
(Dallman, 197L:r, p. 111). 
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In 1828, Samuel Worcester was the first person to 
advocate the look-say or whole-word method in the United 
states. He thought that beginning readers would learn 
words better by seeing them, hearing them when someone 
pronounces the words and, if necessary, having the mean­
ing explained. The child may then, in time, learn to 
name the letters of which the words were composed 
(Smith, 1965). At this time the whole-word advocates in 
both Europe and the United states did not dismiss the 
idea of phonics altogether but felt that a beginning 
reader first needed to recognize a number of words by 
sight before phonics instruction should take place 
(Groff, 1977). 
In 1838, Horace Mann also endorsed the advantages 
of teaching children to read using whole-words (Walcutt, 
Lamport, McCracken, 1974). His endorsement stemmed from 
his fascination with a book written by the Reverend Thomas 
~. Gallaudet, The Mother's Primer. Although Gallaudet's 
experiences were that of working with deaf children, he 
wrote The Mother's Primer specifically to teach non-deaf 
children how to read. It utilized the same methods he 
used with the deaf; that is to teach familiar words from 
the child's spoken vocabulary as wholes with the help of 
pictures. 
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Mann persuaded the Boston Primary School Committee 
to test the method. Their report was favorable. In his 
Seventh Annual Report written in 1844, Mann commended the 
whole-word method and disapproved of reading instruction 
that taught the alphabet. 
In that same year. the Association of thirty-one 
Boston schoolmasters set forth their rebuttal of Mann's 
report and thus began a year of controversy. Mann wrote 
his reply to the schoolmasters, the schoolmasters wrote 
their reply back, and Mann again replied until finally 
he was rebutted and silenced. The whole-word method 
dissipated and the schools adhered to the phonics-based 
materials (Walcutt, Lamport, McCraken, 1974). 
In 1885. Cattell introduced the mechanics of visual 
perception. Cattell concluded that Ita typical adult could 
in ten milliseconds, see and register equally well three 
or four random letters, two random words (adding up to 
~)out twelve letters), or a short sentence of four words 
with a total of about twenty-four letters" (Walcutt, 
Lamport, McCracken, 1974, p. 30). His experiments gave 
rise to the principle that the child characteristically 
reacts to the whole word, rather than to its elements. 
In 1907, Edmund Burke Huey supported a delay in 
phonics in his book, The Psychology and Pedago~ of Readin~. 
? 
His book presented two assumptions I 1) the meaning of a 
passage and the words that constitute that passage are 
not precise and. 2) to read a passage and obtain meaning, 
a reader does not necessarily have to know all the words 
(Walcutt, Lamport, McCracken, 1974). 
Huey felt that new words were best learned by hear­
ing and seeing them in context. Reading according to 
Huey, was not just a matter of saying the words on a 
printed page. Instead, he wanted the reader to think 
for himself what the passage suggested. The reader brings 
his own background of experience to the printed page and 
intermingles this with what he is reading (Walcutt, 
Lamport, McCracken, 1974). 
Another source of support for the whole-word method 
came from Gestalt psychology. This theory teaches that 
the perceiver generally reacts to the meaningful whole. 
Reading teachers inferred that this meaningful whole was 
the word because it is the smallest linguistic unit that 
has meaning and can stand alone (Dechant, 1970). 
The whole-word method reached an eminent place in 
the teaching of reading between 1935 and 1950. The 
schools were initially teaching up to 350 words by the 
whole-word approach and not teaching letter sounds until 
the second or third grade (Waleutt, Lamport, ~cGracken, 
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1974). 
The proponents of the phonic method were still with­
in earshot and in 1955, RUdolph Flesch in, Why Johnny 
Can't Read, wrote his well-known protest severely criti­
cizing the whole-word method of teaching reading. Flesch's 
book was widely read by the public but widely criticized 
by educators. Despite this criticism, it served as a 
means by which phonics gained greater attention in educa­
tional literature (Dallman •. 1974). 
Review of Three Research Studies 
Much of the research in the area of word recognition 
during the 1950's and before was very unsophisticated. 
Valid tests were seldom given and when they were, the 
results were never submitted to tests of significance 
(Walcutt, Lamport, McCracken, 1974), 
Research of the 1960's became more sophisticated 
and easier to interpret. The 1960's produced three 
intensive studies conducted by authorities in the field 
of reading. These studies were: 1) The Chall Research 
reported in the book. Learning to Read: The Great Debate; 
2) The U.S. Office of Education First Grade Reading 
Studies; and 3) Durrell's studies on first grade reading. 
All three concerned themselves with research on beginning 
reading instruction. 
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ChallIs study (1967) was an outgrowth of the City 
College-Carnegie Reading Study (1962-1965). She con­
sidered much of the research from 1910 to 1965 from sev­
eral sources: experimental research conducted in class­
rooms and laboratories and clinical studies of children 
who had failed to learn how to read. 
Chall's findings, as reported in her book, were 
quite CO~1~11C,clictory to the point of view held by most 
reading authorities at the time of its publication. She 
felt that a phonic approach to reading should be empha­
sized right from the beginning. She felt that the conven­
tional basal reading program was characterized by .. intrirl­
sic phonics". Intrinsic phonics was a delayed gradual 
approach to learning phonic generalizations and stressed 
context and pictures more than it stressed phonic cues 
to word recognition. Chall felt that her review of the 
research from 1912-1965 indicated that there was no 
evidence to substantiate that this delayed-gradual ap­
proach to phonics was better than an earlier more syste­
matic approach. In fact, she found just the opposite to 
be true. She commented that there was some experimental 
evidence that children of below average and average intel­
ligence and children of lower socio-economic backgrounds 
do better with an early code emphasis. Brighter children 
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appear able to break much of the code independently, 
regardless of the methods used in the school reading 
program. 
Chall compared research that used different methods 
of code emphasis, i.e. modified alphabets, systematic 
phonics, or a linguistic approach. Her analysis did not 
prove or disprove that anyone method of code-emphasis 
was significantly superior to another. 
In summation, Chall's view was that a code-emphasis 
program would not cure all reading problems. and it 
cannot guarantee that all children will learn to read 
easily, What it does show is that a changeover to a code­
emphasis program for the beginning reader can improve 
the sitl1ation somewhat. 
In the school year 1964-1965, 27 first-grade read­
ing studies were beg~un t all sponsored by the U. S. Office 
of Education. All used some of the same pretests and 
post-tests. All continued for approximately 140 school 
days. The studies were made in 16 different states. 
Twenty of the studies explored the effectiveness of dif­
ferent methods of teaching reading. 
Bond's (1966) summary of the First Grade Reading 
Studies was as follows: 1) There is no one outstanding 
method of teaching reading that should be used exclusively. 
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2) The effectiveness of an approach increases when it is 
broadened by other instructional aids. 3) Specific ap­
proaches to first grade reading instruction appeared to 
increase children's achievement in certain areas, but 
not all areas. Combination of approaches will encourage 
overall balanced reading growth. 4) There was greater 
variation between teachers than there was between methods. 
Some of the major findings of the Durrell First 
Grade Reading Studies (1958) were that early instruction 
in letter names and sounds produces greater June reading 
achievement scores than incidental instruction given 
throughout the year. Durrell felt that while knowledge 
of letter names and sounds does not assure success in 
reading, lack of that knowledge produces failure. He 
found that chronological age showed little relationship 
to reading achievement. He also found no basis for the 
assumption that a sight vocabulary of 75 words should 
be taught before word analysis skills are presented. 
In the early part of this centu:~, the look-say or 
whole-word method was almost universal in the United 
states. Schools taught as many as 350 words by this 
approach before they took notice of letter-sound corres­
pondences. Sometime after 1950, reading approaches shifted 
toward an earlier introduction of letter knowledge and 
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phonics gained an increased awareness among teachers. 
The quality and results of some of the early research 
in reading could be questioned and rejected. The results 
of the three studies reviewed in this chapter, in this 
writer's judgement. can be viewed with greater confidence. 
Th~ general conclusion that may be drawn is that no one 
method seems consistently superior to any other method. 
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CI1APTER II 
The Phonic Approach To Beginning Reading 
Rationale 
The phonic method has been referred to as a code­
approach to beginning reading, (Chall, 1967; Dechant, 
1970; Dallman, 1974), the code being the association of 
a letter or combination of letters with a given sound. 
In other words, the phonic method is the teaching of 
letter-sound correspondences. Whenever the word phonics 
is used in this chapter, it is meant to signify this 
teaching of letter-sound correspondences. 
In reviewing the literature, this writer met with 
no difficulty when it came to finding proponents of the 
need for phonics in beginnDlg reading. 
Heilman (1972) has stated that a child~s ability 
to associate letters with sounds is more imp0rtant than 
any other skill for him to become an independent reader, 
Likewise, Neubauer (1977) and Durkin (1976) believe that 
phonics gives the child a means of becoming an independent 
reader. Durkin. writes that If the single and very important 
contribution of phonics is to provide readers with stra­
tegies for figuring out the identity of words they have 
forgotten or never seen before·' (p. 65).-
Similarily, stauffer (1975) emphasizes the values of 
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sound clues as an aid to word recognition. His reason­
ing stems from the idea that a child's speaking-meaning 
vocabulary exceeds his reading vocabulary. As the child 
successively pronounces the sounds in a word, he obtains 
a pronunciation for the entire word. Language knowledge 
then takes over and the child draws upon the words con­
tained in his listening-speaking vocabulary. If the 
word he is pronouncing has meaning for him, comprehen­
sion occurs. "The child is learning that a particular 
series of letters represents a particular word which is 
part of his speaking vocabulary (Heilman, 1972, p.• 245). 
So it has been said that the use of phonics will be easi­
est for children who are proficient in oral language 
(Durkin, 1976). 
Dechant (1970) has indicated that it is generally 
accepted that phonics has a prominent place in the read­
ing program. Nevertheless, disagreements about phonics 
are still evident. The issues in this debate are con­
cerned with how phonics should be presented, what content 
should be included,and when phonics should be introduced. 
Synthetic and Analytic Phonics 
Phonics can be labeled as being synthetic or analy­
tic (Dechant, 1970) A synthetic phonics approach is 
when the letters and their corresponding sounds are taught 
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first and. thell combined into words. Syn_thetic phonics 
puts an earlier and more direct emphasis on teachi~g 
the sound value of letters. It ustlally includ-es a group 
of skills taught sequentially to all children. Several 
objections have been raised against a synthetic phonics 
a~~roach. They are that isolated sounds are meaning­
less to children whe11 not combined with context aTld­
isolat~d- SOlJ.nO S are distorted and different from those 
heard in words (Karlin, 1971). 
Analytic phoni~s is when a child is taught to ana­
lyze the whole word into the sounds the letters represent. 
Emans (1969) feels the theory behind analytic phonics 
is that reader will first recognize words as a whole • 
•A..t the point when t11ey come to a word. that they eto not 
recognize instantaneously t they need a rneans of examin­
ing the worct. This is when they use phonics, Durkin 
(1970) labels analytic phonics as an inductive approach 
to teaching letter sounds. She feels that a child will 
gain a better understanding of what phonics is all about 
if his first associations of letter-sound correspondences 
come from words he can already read. 
Whether to use a synthetic or analytic approach is 
one of the many questions for which existing research 
provides no definite straight-forward answer. It is the 
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opinion of Durkin (1970) that each approach makes its 
own contribution to the reading process. The findings 
of a study by Fox and Routh (1976) were taken to mean 
that it is helpful not only for the child to be able to 
associate sounds with individual letters (synthesis); it 
may also help to be able to perform phonetic analysis of 
the overall word to confirm the results of synthesis. 
Vandever and Neville (1976) conducted a study to 
determine transfer of training to unknown words as a 
result of synthetic phonics ins~ruction and analytic 
phonics instruction. Children were randomly assigned to 
one of two conditions: children taught words through 
a synthetic approach; children taught words through an 
analytic approach. After instruction took place, the 
children were asked to read a list of words with consis­
tent phoneme-grapheme relationships. They found that the 
group that was taught by the synthetic method could read 
significantly more words. 
Review of Research Studies 
Critics of the basal reader say that it delays phonic 
instruction too long. These critics have written numerous 
special phonic programs which allow for earlier instruc­
tion in phonics. Most of these programs are synthetic 
in approach. 
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Feldhusen's (1970) research compared the reading 
achievement of two groups of students after first grade. 
One group used only the conventional basal with its intrin­
sic phonics; the experimental group used a basal that 
was supplemented with systematic phonics materials. The 
results showed that the experimental group's performance 
on tests of word recognition was significantly superior 
to the basal-only group's performance. Walcutt, Lamport, 
and McCracken (1977) point out two risks in this approach. 
Since two separate programs are being used, the teacher 
may treat them as separate SUbjects and not relate the 
learning of phonics to the process of reading. The other 
risk is that the order of presentation of phonic general­
izations may not relate to the vocabulary being taught 
in the basal, So the words being taught in the phonics 
program remain in isolation. 
In a study by Chapman, Venesky, and Calfee (Walcutt, 
Lamport, McCracken, 1974), children's pronunciations of 
words were studied. These researchers found that a child's 
knowledge of letter-sound correspondences correlated with 
his success in readL~g during the primary grades. The 
researchers' suggestions, because of their findings, were 
that phonics would prove most effective in the beginning 
years of reading instruction. 
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In almost all kindergartens. a child must master the 
letters of the alphabet, As mentioned, one of the findings 
o·.~ the First Grade Reading Studies was that kno~lledge of 
letter names was a good predictor of reading success. 
Durrell~ study (1958) not only identified that this know­
ledge was needed but also identified several levels of 
letter knowledge of which the teacher should be aware. 
Spache and Spache (1977) feel that learning the names 
of the letters does not facilitate learning to read be­
cause the names of letters are not functional in word 
recognition. They say that knowledge of letter names 
reflects the child's intelligence, socioeconomic and lan­
guage backgrounds, and parental aspirations. 
Samuels (Dallman, 1974) points out that in his study 
on models of word recognition, ~e found no positive effects 
of knowledge of letter names on reading. 
Walcutt, Lamport, and McCracken's (1974) explanation 
for these apparently contradictory facts is "the child 
who knows letter names has made the progress in cognition 
that will enable him to cope with the first steps in read­
ing when he comes to them. He is ready to learn what a 
word and a sound are" (p. ill}. 
One influential study dealing with phonics instruc­
tion and the validity of the content being taught was done 
19 
by Theodore Clymer (1963). Clymer conducted a study to 
determine which of 45 phonic generalizations (i.e., when 
a vowel is in the middle of a one syllable word, the 
vowel is short) are useful. 
The 45 generalizations came from the teacher's ~anual 
of four basal series. Usefulness was determined if the 
generalization ~ouI1. be said to aid in the pronunciation 
of a particular word found within the basal with 75% 
utility. (It should be true in at least three out of 
four words to which it is applicable.) The results indi­
cated that only eighteen generalizations taught met the 
prescribed criteria of 75% utility. He concluded that 
many of the generalizations being taught are of limited 
value. He also felt that teachers should give careful 
attention to pointing out the exception to many of the 
generalizations taught. Clymer is of the opinion that to 
establish 75% utility required for usefulness~ may be 
too high and in time research might reveal that general­
izations with lower percentages of utility should be 
taught because, "they encourage children to examine words 
for sound and letter relationships· (Clymer, 1963. 
p. 89). 
More recently, Dzama (1975) studied the utility of 
phonic generalizations on the acquired sight vocabulary 
20 
of first graders at mid-year. The composite vocabulary 
list of 2,025 words was assembled from a random sample 
of 225 first graders' acquired sight vocabulary. In 
general, she found that fewer words fitted into general­
izations in the children's sight vocabulary than in the 
Clymer study of basal vocabulary. This indicated that 
the acquired vocabulary was substantially richer than 
the one of the basal reader. 
Kamm (1978) has reported that in learning a complex 
process, learning is facilitated if the whole is broken 
into manageable parts. This seems also to be the idea 
behind analytic phonic approaches and subskill approaches. 
Kamm reports on the five-year implemntation of a skills­
centered approach to instruction in reading, The skill­
based approach to reading used was the Wisconsin Design 
for Reading Skill Development. He found that students 
scoring below national norms (first quartile) on stan­
dardized tests were decreasing and students in the fourth 
quartile were increasing. The administrative personnel 
felt that these results reflected favorably on their 
skill-based program, The challenge in a system like this 
is to insure that once skills have been taught, the 
students are provided opportunities to use them, 
One phonic skill often ignored in popular systems 
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is that of blending. Pupils must learn to recognize the 
sound of the letter, and then blend it with the rest of 
the word. A knowledge of phonics does not insure that 
successful blending will take place so that the pronun­
ciation corresponds to a word in the listening vocabulary. 
of the child. Some children need to be taught blending. 
Muller (1972) investigated the effect of phonic 
blend training on the word decoding performance of first 
grade children. He found that without blend training, 
there was no difference in word decoding performance among 
groups that had received letter-sound, letter-name, or no 
training. However, when phonic blend training was given, 
the letter-sound training condition resulted in signi­
ficantly better decoding performance. Muller interpreted 
his results to mean that phonics blend training is nec­
essary in order for children to make use of letter-sound 
training in a decoding task. 
The variation of phonics scores on phonics skills 
tests; increases from high to average to poor readers. 
In other words, average and poor readers vary greatly in 
their possession of phonics knowledge. It has even been 
shown that not all phonics skills are mastered by normal 
readers even by sixth grade (Spache and Spache. 1977). 
It seems that decoding skills were deteriorating in the 
22 
intermediate grades. Spache and Spache (1977) infer 
several things from the previous statement: 1) phonics 
skills are functional only in primary reading materials, 
and 2) other more relevant word analysis techniques 
should be stressed in the intermediate grades. 
Limitations of the Phonic Approach 
Those who promote the use of phonics as an approach 
to beginning reading are not without caution. While 
using a phonetic approach, keep in view the following: 
1) Don't teach more phonics than 
necessary. Diagnosis that reveals 
what a c~ild knows and does not 
know is essential for good instruc­
tion. The optimum amount of phonics 
instruction for every child is the 
minimum that he needs to become an 
independent reader. 
2) Don't teach children an over­
reliance on phonics. 
3) Don't think that just because a 
child has been taught and even 
memorized the rules of phonics, he 
will apply these rules 
(Heilman, 1972, pp. 279-281). 
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Durkin (1976) feels that much cOhtent in phonics is 
being taught but little time is left for using it to 
decode unkno~m words. Robinson (1971) is of the same 
opinion. .. .A.fter the students have Ie ('-::'~'ned the technique s 
of word identification with familiar words, we should 
not assume that they will transfer this skill to unknown 
words on the ir owntf '(p. 289). Many stuc1_ents need. guid­
ance and direction in applying phonic generalizations to 
unfamiliar words. 
"rv1ost reasonable American reading authorities are 
certain of only one fact - that they do not know the cor­
r-ect answers to all ques-tions about phonics. Nor is our 
knowledge certain enough to determine the exact sequence, 
timin~J methods, or content that is best (Spache and 
Spache, 1977, p. 391). A knowledge of phonic generaliza­
tions is helpful in identifying words particularly if 
the reader has been taught flexibility, This means that 
some shifting of sounds is a common requirement for success. 
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CHAPTER III 
The Look-Say Approach To Beginning Reading 
Rationale 
The look-say or whole-word approach has often been 
referred to as a meaning-approach to beginning reading 
because this approach emphasizes from the very begin­
ning the necessity of reading for meaning. As this writer 
had an occasion to point out earlier, those proponents 
of a look-say approach to beginning reading do not dis­
miss the idea of phonics but feel that children need to 
know a number of words by sight before phonics instruc­
tion should take place. For purposes of this paper, the 
term look-say will refer to the establishment of word 
reading before the development of word analy3is skills. 
Heilman (1972) sets forth two ideas as being the 
rationale for the look-say approach, One of these is 
the idea that recognizing whole words is more meaning­
ful to the child (i.e" the word dog would signify more 
to a child than the three symbols of which it is formed.) 
His second idea is that this supply of sight words is 
needed as a model for analyzing letter and sound combi­
nations found in other words. 
Spache and Spache (1976) also feel that there is 
justification for beginning with the look-say approach. 
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They	 state that: 
1)	 There is some evidence that early
 
instruction in phonics is apt to be
 
ineffectual with children under the
 
mental age of 6! to 7.
 
2)	 Too early introduction of phonics may 
tend to make children dependent upon 
letter sounds as their major or only 
technique of word recognition. Rapid 
recognition and rate of reading are 
impaired by this dependency. 
J)	 Too early or too great an emphasis 
upon phonics may make pupils read 
overcautiously. This habit may inter­
fere with a normal development of 
rate and comprehension. 
4)	 The habit of rapid word recognition 
by a variety of clues is of permanent 
value in reading development (p. 362). 
Durkin (1970) also recommends that reading instruc­
tion begins by focusing first on whole-words rather than 
identifying the sounds. Her reasons are that n~e~nling 
to identify whole words corresponds to most youn~ chil­
dre~ts notions about reading" and that "many of the 
26 
words immediately encountered in written material are 
irregular in spelling and therefore no~t appropriate for 
a letter-sound analysis" (P. 231). 
Tinker (1975) feels that this recommendation is 
sound psychologic8,11y. His reasoning is that young chil­
dren are not very analytical in their perception and have 
a rather imperfect form of word perception. At one ex­
treme preschool children have been seen to recognize or 
read the labels of products advertised on television 
before they had any knowledge of letter names or letter 
sounds. 
Review of Research Studies 
Spache and Spache (1977) give a review of the re­
search studies conducted on the perceptual process in 
reading over the last 50 years. The following have been 
identified as types of perception employed to recognize 
words: 
1)	 The general shape or configuration
 
of certain words that make them
 
easier to learn than other words
 
whose shapes are similar. Words
 
such as their and then would persist
 
as being a source of confusion among
 
readers who would depend solely on
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perception by configuration. 
2) Visual recognition of the sound 
of the first few letters, plus 
its shape and the context is 
another type of perception. 
3) Some children sound out words, 
letter by letter if they are 
trained in this technique. 
4) The first half of the word was 
more helpful than the latter half. 
5) Sentence structure is an important 
element because of the anticipation 
of the appearance of certain words 
in order for the sentence to make 
sense (PP. 14-15). 
Perception or word recognition is not a single, 
simple process. As the reader matures. they may discard 
some less utilizing cues such as distinctive details 
(i.e., the Y at the end of monkey is the monkey's tail) 
or simple configurations. Then instruction must be given 
in more effective perceptual skills (Spache and Spache, 
1977) . 
Recent literature strongly emphasizes the signifi­
cance of language background in the development of read­
ing success. Spache and Spache (1977) suggest that intro­
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duct ion to reading occurs through the use of the language 
experience approach, The language experience approach 
teaches the child whole words and utilizes the child's 
own language. Because the materials are the child's 
very own experiences, the idea that words convey meaning 
is inherent. The nature of the language experience ap­
proach also makes a contribution to clarifying the child's 
concepts of the reading process. Downing (1972) has 
noted that children are often confused about such terms 
as word, sentence, letter, and sound and what goes on 
when one reads. 
Hoskisson (1979) feels that if a child has some 
experience in reading books before he is introduced to 
phonics, phonics lessons will then make more sense to 
him. He has developed a technique called assisted read­
ing. In assisted reading, the teacher reads and the 
child reads after her. He feels that too many children 
are kept at phonics materials that seldom give them a 
chance to read books. Assisted reading then becomes a 
way of getting children involved with stories and books. 
No research has been indicated to show whether an assisted 
reading approach is more effective than a direct and in­
tensive approach to teaching phonics. Hoskisson has 
pointed out that teacher opinion has suggested that the 
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approach works with some students. 
One concern pertaining to the use of a sight method 
of teaching reading, is that recent research differs on 
earlier findings concerning how much a beginning reader 
can see at a single eye fixation. Spache and Spache 
(1977) conclude that a child often needs more than one 
fixation to see a whole word. If this conclusion is 
true, rrethods currently used to teach words by sight 
would have to be reconsidered. More research is needed 
on this point. 
"The objectives of a word-skills program are tv/o­
fold. build a sight vocabulary and enable children to 
apply as many word skills as t~ey need in order to iden­
tify wordsu (Karlin, 1971, p. 143). In other words, a 
good reader needs a good sight vocabtlla~r bU.t can use 
phonic skills whenever necessary. 
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C}L~PTER IV 
An Eclectic Approach to Beginning Reading 
Rationale 
Emerald Dechant (1970) states that there is not 
sufficient evidence in support of one approach to begin­
ning reading to authoritate universal allegiance to it. 
Thus, Dechant and others (Walcutt, Lamport, McCracken, 
1974j Spache and Spache, 1977; Durkin, 1976) encourage 
the teachers of reading to select the combination of 
approaches which best meets the needs of the student. 
Eclecticism wi11 :Je defined as the .. selection and order­
ly combination of compatible features from diverse 
sources" (Dechant, 1970, j). 413). - When the lNor·d eclec­
ticism is used throughout this chapter, it will be used 
in light of this definition. 
Because Dechant is unwilling to accept the idea that 
only one method, one approach, or one technique of learn­
ing to read is successful with all children, he sets forth 
this idea as the rationale for eclecticism, Even though 
there are many individuals who advocate an eclectic 
approach. undoubtedly the combination of features for 
best results will vary because of differences among authors. 
strang (1967) believes in the analytic-synthetic 
approach. She feels that the child must realize that 
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printed words are spoken words written down and have 
meanings. Sequentially, the child should first learn a 
few familiar words, phrases, and sentences as whole words. 
As the child pronounces the word, the teacher writes it. 
Later she can test the child's recognition of the word 
by writing it in a simple sentence. As a result of re­
peated exposures to the word, the child's response becomes 
automatic and the word is recognized by sight. The child 
begins to realize he has been introduced to reading as a 
thought getting process. Secondly, the child can learn 
to distinguish similarities and differences among sight 
words, thus beginning phonics. 
Tinker (197.5) suggests beginning with the who]~e 
word, but then as soon as the words the child is learn­
ing have common characteristics, the child should be 
encouraged to note this. 
Dechant (1970) also encourages the analytic-synthetic 
approach. He feels that the look-say approach where the 
printed word is directly associated with an idea, is an 
effective way for introducing reading, Phonics instruc­
tion is essential to the development of independence in 
reading. 
Durkin's (1970) recommendation is that reading 
instruction stal~tf" '''Iith the identification of words but 
that as soon as possible, other approaches be used. 
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Phonics, it has been said, should never be considere~ 
a total reading program (Tinker, 1975; Groff, 1971; 
De8hant, 1970). 
Walcutt, Lamport, and McCracken (1974) discourage 
the "sounding-out" of letter sounds into words. Thus, 
they would not be considered advocating a synthetic 
approach. They also disapprove of beginning with a sight 
vocabulary and later learning to identify letter-sound 
correspondences. Thus, they would not be considered 
analytic although they seem to reflect the analytic 
approach in that they recommend beginning with the whole 
word. Their reasoning for beginning with the whole-word 
is so that the child starts with a word that he knows 
"by ear". He is then taught to identify its sounds and 
learn how those sounds are spelled. Their goal is simi­
lar to synthetic phonics, but they achieve it in a dif­
ferent way. 
Emans (1969) does not see the problem as being one 
of a code-approach verSllS a meaning-approach. The prob­
lem is to make decoding more meaningful or use meaning 
to help children learn the code. He feels that there 
must be a balance between a complete phonic approach 
where the students are recognizing all the words but 
can't think with the material and a complete meaning 
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approach where children enjoy reading but can't recog­

nize the words without assistance.
 
Research on Word Recognition
 
Experiments in analyzing the word recognition tech­
niques of students and adults confirm the usage of a 
variety of word recognition techniques. Even those 
trained in a specific technique may drop this tecp~ique 
and adopt other approaches if they are not useful for 
them (Spache and Spache, 1977). Phonics is a distinct 
aid in early reading stages but deteriorates as the nor­
mal reading vocabulary expands beyond the individual's 
speaking-meaning vocabulary. Without previous knowledge 
of the word, decoding produces only a meaningless group 
of sounds. Durkin (1976) states that pronunciations 
without meanings are useless for reading. 
When beginning reading overemphasizes any single 
technique: phonics, look-say, or content; children may 
become overdependent on the particular skill emphasized, 
It is easy to impress students with a It set" by which they 
analyze all words (i.e., a child may develop a "set" to 
sound out every word he meets. This means he will be 
sounding out the same word. 10, 20, and 50 times it is 
met.) He has learned that r~ading is sounding out words, 
and this becomes his goal in all situations (Heilman, 
1972). 
As a single technique, the whole-word or look-say 
method also imposes limitations. It limits the size of 
the reading vocabulary and encourages word by word reading. 
Too much stress on word form and context clues can also 
lead to excessive guessing (Tinker and McCullough, 1975). 
DeLavner conducted a study comparing the miscues 
of children taught by a decoding system versus those 
taught by a whole-word approach. Her results, as re­
ported by Spache and Spache (1977), were that children 
taught by the whole-word approach tended toward miscues 
which were real words while those trained in a decoding 
system produced a high degree of mispronunciations or 
non-words. These errors between the miscue and the 
printed word were similar in spelling; however, the mean­
ings were often inappropriate. 
Bell (1974) feels that the word-calling that can 
be produced by phonic-emphasis approaches is not real 
reading. It is necessary that teachers teach students 
to read for a purpose. The purpose is to gain meaning, 
and it can't be achieved if the mechanics of reading 
are continually emphasized. It is necessary, then, to 
begin reading with interesting, relevant material and 
use the mechanical skills to support the purpose of 
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reading for meaning. Bell also feels that a teacher's 
questions seem to be the most effective technique in 
helping children learn the purpose of reading. 
Heilman (1972) gives a battery of skills that a 
child may use when he comes upon an unfamiliar word. 
These include phonic analysis, structural analysis, pic­
ture clues, and context clues. 
Walcutt. Lamport, and McCracken (1974) feel that 
Heilman's suggestion does not make for effective read­
ing instruction and that all these skills add up to 
uncertainty as to what should be done when a new word 
appears on the page. Walcutt, Lamport. and McCracken 
believe that it is impossible for the average child to 
use such a battery of skills on a new word. Simply 
stated, they feel that the one simple skill of looking 
at the letter-sound relationships is sufficiently more 
effective than the four skills listed above, This decod­
ing skill helps the child accumulate a large sight vocab­
ulary. His sight vocabulary will then free him to read 
for meaning on higher levels. 
In summary, Durkin (1976) has stated that without 
satisfactory attention to meaning, attempts to read be­
come mere word-calling. Also, without phonetic ability, 
reading is a mere guessing game, and if phonics alone is 
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used, reading' is just nonsense syllable analysis. 
Tinker and McCullough (1975) suggest that a child be 
equipped wit"h several effe ctive word analysis tech­
niques and trained to be versatile in applying them. 
The Contribution of Psycholinguistics 
Another view of the reading process is set forth 
by the psycholinguists. Psycholinguistics, as the name 
suggests, combines insights from linguistics and psycho­
logy. Linguistics show that language has two levels ­
a surface structure (the sounds and written symbols of 
language) and a deep structure or meaning (Goodman, 
1971). Psycholog;l contributes insights as to how l~.n­
guage is learned and used. Psychology shows that: 
1) There are several perceptual limita­
tions on the amount of acoustic (or 
visual) surface structure that we 
can process to comprehend language, 
and; 
2) Our working memory is so constrained 
that Vle could not possibly comprehend 
speech or writing if we analyzed 
individual words (Smith and Goodman, 
1.97'1," ~p. 179). 
PsycholoEical studies also show that learning takes place 
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throug~h an act i ve se~:1rr~h fo·_- information and rarel~r 
occurs as a result of simply bring exposed to instruc­
tion. Srnith (1973) would say that "rules can be learned 
but not taught" (p. 179). 
Smith, Goodman, and ~eredith (1970) set forth four 
cue systems which a reader uses to obtain the message 
of a selection: cues within words; cues within the lan­
guage; cues within the reader; and cues external to the 
language and the reader. 
There are a variety of cues within words that a 
reader may use. Two of these cues have made up the bulk 
of this paper. These include letter-sound correspon­
dances and word configuration or shape. When a child 
uses the graphophonic information in a word to obtain 
its pronunciation, he is decoding. According to Goodman 
(1971), decoding is simply supposed to move the reader 
from the graphic cues of the word to its meaning and does 
not playa significant role in word recognition althoueh 
he admits that some sound-symbol correspondence may be 
useful in beginning reading. As soon as possible, the 
child should learn to react to the meaning given to an 
unknown word by the context. 4J;Overreliance on these 
cues within words in the early stages of learning to 
read lead the child away from the meaning" (Smith, 
Goodman, and Meredith, 1970, p. 252). 
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Another cue system is that within the language of 
the reader. The psycholinguistic theory holds that the 
reading process is language-based. Heilman (1972) 
would say that reading instruction should draw upon 
the language background that children bring to school. 
The language cues include syntax, which is the ordering 
relationship among words in sentences. According to 
theory, the reader predicts what is coming in print and 
uses graphophonic information to verify the predictions 
(Braun and Froese, 1977). Another important aspect of 
language is its redundancy. Redundancy is used to des­
cribe "a tendency of language to restrict the sequences 
in which languaGe symbols can occu~· (Smith, Goodman, 
and Meredith, 1970, p. 257). The psycholinguists would 
say that a reader expects the sentences he reads to fall 
into various familiar patterns that he has heard 
(Karlin. 1971). 
A third cue system is within the reader. According 
to theo~J, the reader predicts what is coming in print 
and uses graphophonic information to verify the predi~­
tions. Lack of background of experience relevant to a 
reading selection reduces the amount of prediction avail­
able thus increasing the amount of phonic analysis re­
quired (Braun and Froese, 1977). There is a limit to 
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the rate at which the brain can identify random letters 
in reading and that rate is four or five letters per 
second (Smith, 1979). Obviously, the proficient reader 
can read faster than four or five letters. The reader 
uses nonvisual as well as visual information as he reads. 
Prediction is based on prior knowledge. It is for 
this reason that readers need much experience with oral 
language. The more control the learner has over oral 
language and the broader his experiences, the less vis­
ual information he nepds from the text (Smith, 1979). 
The fourth cues are those external to language and 
the reader. These include pictures in reading material, 
prompting by the teacher as the child reads, and skill 
charts displayed in classrooms as reminders and helping 
devices. Smith, Goodman, and Meredith (1970) would say 
that "all of these external cues lead the child away 
from using his existing knowledge of language in the 
reading process" (P. 266). 
Psycholinguistics has produced a number of studies 
releva~t to reading. They involve the meaning of oral 
readi~g errors and the influence of context on reading. 
Psycholinguists would say that if a child substi­
tutes reasonable synonyms for words when he reads aloud, 
such reading is not in error. They interpret such read­
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ing as a purposeful attempt on the part of the child to 
utilize all cue systems available. That is, the child 
uses eraphic, syntactic, and semantic systems. Thus, 
psycho~inguists have attempted to change teachers' opin­
ions as to what an oral readi:ne error by a beginning 
reader really means. Oral reading mistakes should not 
always be considered errors but miscues. Psycholinguists 
remind us that learning cannot take place without such 
errors (Smith, Goodman, Meredith, 1970). 
Children seem to be able to recognize words easier 
in context than they do in isolation. Goodman (1965) 
found that first grade children could read in a story 
context: 67% of the words they previously had misread 
when trying to read them as isolated words on a word 
list. 
Smith, Goodman, and Meredith (1970) state that the 
controversy over the phonic approach versus the look-
say approach occurs because of the assumption that all 
that is involved in reading is the ability to recognize 
words. A comparison of these two approaches to beginning 
reading is actl~ally a comparison of how children recode. 
"The phonics programs focus on letter-to-sound recoding. 
The sight-word [lOOk-Say] programs focus on word-shape­
word-name recoding. But in none of these programs are 
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all of the C11es within language ernphasizedf1 (P. 263). 
Psycholinguists feel that reading does not take 
place without comprehension. In order for comprehension 
to occur, the reader must use all of the cues mentioned 
for these are all that is available to him. "No curri­
culum for teaching reading can be complete that neglects 
any of the cue systems. No method of reading instruction 
can be sound or fully successful that is not based on 
an understanding of the psycholinguistic process of read­
ing" (Smith, Goodman, Meredith, 1970). 
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CHAPTER V 
Summary and Recommendations 
Very few authorities seem to reject altogether the 
idea of phonics. Those who advocate a strict phonic 
approach feel that the letters and their sounds should 
be taught first and then combined into words. Those 
who advocate the look-say approach feel that a child 
first needs to know some words as wholes before they 
proceed to letter-sound analysis. Their objection then 
becomes a matter of timing. The psycholinguists recog­
nize the letter as a cue to reading, but it is only one 
of the many cues available to the reader. Psycholin­
guistics has come to play an increasing role in the 
development of reading theory. It is a comparatively 
new field that concerns itself with psychology and lan­
guage acquisition. Working from their studies of lan­
guage learning, the psycholinguists are evolving theories 
of reading as it relates to language. 
All readers at every level recognize words as wholes. 
These words become part of their sight vocabulary. Their 
stock of si&ht words is constantly enlarged month by 
month and year by year. In order to become an indepen­
dent reader, a child must have the ability to figure 
out words he does not know as sight words. The bulk of 
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the reading authorities recommend an eclectic approach, 
that is, one that utilizes more than one cue system. 
Research confirms the usage of a variety of word recog­
nition techniques by proficient readers. Teachers who 
teach children to use a variety of techniques are con­
stantly making decisions as to the best way to teach a 
new word. The nature of the new word, what the children 
know about phonics and structural analysis, and what words 
are already in their reading vocabulary must be taken 
into account. 
The Board of Directors of the Intern.ational Read_­
ing Associati)n h~ve given us their position statement 
concerning the method thru which reading should be 
taught. 
Learning to read is a complex process requir­
ing not only the ability to recognize ¥lords, 
bl1t also the ability to comprehend and evalu·... 
?,te the meaning of written materials. The 
most important factor related to success in 
learnin~ to read is the teacher. Differ­
ences in the leaF~ing styles and abili-ties 
of children emphasize the need for a variety 
of approaches to meet those individual needs. 
No single method or approach nor anyone set 
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of instructional materials has been proven 
to be most effective for all children 
(Reading Teacher, 1980, p. 901). 
Two equally competent teachers may not be able to 
use the same method with equal effectiveness, and the 
8uperiority of one met~.o\J. over another may reside in 
such factors as teacher ~nowledge of and teacher enthu­
siasm for the method. 
=~1. the final analysis, the success of tl1e reading 
proeram may be a result of the ways the classroom teacher 
implements instruction. They are the professionals who 
must assess the students' successes and difficulties and 
adjust their progran1 accordingly. Teachers need a flex­
ibility and willing11.ess to explore the effectiveness of 
the research and ideas of others in a constructively 
critical way by maintaining the more effective techniques 
while replacing the less effective ones. It is necessary 
to be aware of the interrelationship that exists among 
the skills of readi~g, writing, speaking, and listening. 
Finally, an understanding of the reading program being 
used in the classroom by examining how the word attack 
and comprehension skills are sequenced and why they are 
sequenced in this manner is important. 
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